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Abstract
Cultural-ecological frameworks posit that there are harmful effects of social stratification on developmental outcomes. In particular, awareness of aspects of social stratification in society and interpersonal experiences of discrimination, more generally and
within specific contexts, may differentially influence outcomes across life stages; yet,
few studies have examined the distal effects during adolescence on early adult developmental outcomes. The current study fills this gap by examining distal mechanisms
linking adolescents’ (Time 1: ages 13–15) awareness of and perceived general and
school discrimination to young adults’ (Time 3: ages 23–25) socioeconomic attainment (i.e., educational attainment, occupational prestige, earned income) through adolescents’ (Time 2: ages 16–18) academic adjustment (i.e., grades and educational expectations). The study also examined variation by adaptive culture (i.e., English and
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Spanish language use behavior, familism values) and youth gender. Data are from the
Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (N = 755 Mexican-origin adolescents and
their foreign-born parents; 51.5% male adolescents; Time 1 M age = 14.20 years). The
results revealed that adolescent’s awareness of societal discrimination (Time 1) related
to adolescents’ higher grades (Time 2), which, in turn, related to higher educational
attainment and occupational prestige in early adulthood (Time 3). For young women,
but not men, sources of perceived discrimination within the school context during adolescence related to lower educational attainment. Additional variation by adaptive
culture and gender was also found. Implications discussed are related to positive development among Mexican-origin youth in immigrant families.

Keywords: Adolescence, Culture, Discrimination, Mexican-origin immigrant families,
Socioeconomic attainment, Early adulthood

Introduction
Mexican Americans, who constitute 63% (U.S. Census Bureau 2017) of
Latinos1 residing within the U.S. (18.3% of U.S. population; U.S. Census Bureau 2019), are the largest ethnic group among U.S. immigrants
(López et al. 2018). Youth in these families are one of the fastest growing segments within U.S. schools (López et al. 2018). Even though most
Latino students do well in school, educational disparities between these
youth and White youth remain (e.g., graduation rates and college-going; McFarland et al. 2017). These disparities have large societal and
individual costs that relate to academic attainment, poverty, low occupational prestige and unstable employment (Snyder et al. 2019), and
higher rates of psychosocial, behavioral, and physical health problems
(Sum et al. 2009). To understand potential opportunity gaps to minimize
disparities, it is critical to understand proximal and distal mechanisms
that explain variation in socioeconomic attainment among Mexican-origin youth in immigrant families. For youth in immigrant families, experiences of racism and oppression (social stratification mechanisms)
may play a critical role in gaps and disparities (Stein et al. 2016). Thus,
the current study examined the distal links between social stratification
mechanisms during adolescence on young adults’ socioeconomic attainment, as well as the roles of youth’s adaptive culture and gender among
Mexican-origin immigrant families.
1. Here the term “Latinos” refers to people of Latin American origin, cultural or ethnic identity
in the United States.
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Mechanisms of Social Stratification
The integrative model stresses the importance of investigating macrosystem level mechanisms when examining developmental outcomes
among ethnic minority and immigrant youth (Stein et al. 2016). One
mechanism hypothesized to contribute negatively to academic achievement and expectations and the resulting disparities in socioeconomic
attainment is social stratification (e.g., racism, awareness, discrimination based on group membership; Stein et al. 2016). Racism refers to assumptions of inherent superiority of particular racial or cultural groups
in a context resulting in prejudice (i.e., preconceived judgements made
about a person based on group membership) and discrimination (i.e.,
behaviors denying equal treatment of members of ethnic, racial, or immigrant groups) against other groups (Stein et al. 2016). Mexican-origin
youth frequently report experiencing discriminatory treatment in multiple contexts, including schools and other public spaces (Delgado et al.
2019). Experiences of discrimination have been found to increase during adolescence (Zeiders et al. 2018) and have been noted to be more
harmful to long-term development than in early adulthood (Adam et al.
2015). This research suggests that adolescence, a developmental period
rife with physical, social, and cognitive changes, may be a particularly
sensitive period. Moreover, some literature has suggested that beyond
direct experiences/ perceptions of discrimination, youths’ awareness of
racism/discrimination within a society may also be of import (Diemer
et al. 2016). This emerging literature suggests that youth’s awareness
and understanding of social stratification as it contributes to inequalities in society can play an important role in developmental outcomes
for those marginalized by these forces (Diemer et al. 2016). Similar to
perceived discrimination, there is some evidence that youth’s awareness of discrimination increases across adolescence among Latino youth
(Seider et al. 2019).
Discrimination, Academic Adjustment, and Socioeconomic
Attainment

The expectancy-value model of achievement suggests that academic
expectations and behaviors during adolescence influence educational
choices affecting later attainment; it also suggests that expectations for
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success and attainment are strongly rooted in the social, economic, and
cultural aspects of environments with which youth interact (Wigfield
and Cambria 2010). For ethnic minority youth, social stratification experiences may be particularly salient. Perceived discrimination experienced within a particular context or environment, such as schools, or
a more general awareness of that discrimination occurring could lead
to youth perceiving these contexts as inhibiting rather than promotive
(Stein et al. 2016). Thus, these aspects of social stratification may contribute to less engagement and poorer academic adjustment, ultimately
relating to socioeconomic disparities in early adulthood. Empirical findings for Latino populations document cross-sectional and longitudinal
links between perceived discrimination during adolescence with indicators of academic adjustment, such as adolescents’ academic performance
(grade point average; general discrimination; Huynh and Fuligni 2010;
school discrimination; Benner and Graham 2013). Within adult samples,
indicators of discrimination have been linked to socioeconomic attainment (i.e., educational attainment, occupational prestige, and earned income; see Araújo and Borrell 2006 for review). The few studies that have
examined awareness of discrimination have found associations with indicators of academic adjustment (negative link to school belonging, but
not academic performance; Brown and Chu 2012). Other studies have
linked awareness to poorer mental health outcomes among Latino adolescents in immigrant families (Ríos-Salas and Larson 2015). There is a
paucity of work that has examined links with socioeconomic attainment.
In reviewing this literature, there are also studies that suggest no direct link between perceived discrimination and academic performance
in studies with Latino students (62% Mexican origin, general discrimination; Benner and Graham 2011), or with Mexican immigrant children
in predominantly White communities (school discrimination; Brown
and Chu 2012). There are similar null findings for awareness of societal
discrimination (Benner and Graham 2013; Stone and Han 2005). Other
studies find only subgroup effects, particularly for Latino (general discrimination; Alfaro et al. 2009) and Mexican-origin (general discrimination; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2012) boys. In understanding the variation in
findings, relatively little scholarship has specifically focused on understanding the potential differential impact across sources. Some studies
have measured perceptions of discrimination more generally (Huynh
and Fuligni 2010; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2012) or across contexts (Alfaro
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et al. 2009; Benner and Graham 2011), in relation to the school context
(peers and teachers, Berkel et al. 2010; Brown and Chu 2012; teachers,
Stone and Han 2005; school personnel, Benner and Graham 2013), or
awareness of societal/community-level discrimination (awareness of
societal discrimination, Stone and Han 2005; community attitudes toward immigrants, Brown and Chu 2012). These varied findings may suggest a need for further understanding of differential mechanisms that
link sources of social stratification to outcomes. Alternatively, these findings may suggest the importance of understanding within-group variation in these linkages (e.g., gender) across multiple indicators of social
stratification, including awareness of and experiencing/perceiving discrimination more generally or in particular contexts. The current study
examined both alternative explanations by considering the salience of
different experiences with social stratification, either through awareness
of or perceiving interpersonal discrimination more generally or within
the school context, among Mexican-origin youth in immigrant families.
These effects of discrimination were examined in relation to central developmental competencies in the area of academic adjustment and socioeconomic attainment as informed by the integrative (Stein et al. 2016)
and expectancy-value (Wigfield and Cambria 2010) models.
The Role of Adaptive Culture

The role of adaptive culture is important when considering contextual
protective resources related to academic outcomes (Perez-Brena et al.
2018). Adaptive culture refers to a set of goals, values, and beliefs that
may vary from the dominant culture (Perez-Brena et al. 2018). The degree to which individuals are oriented to the values, beliefs, and members of a particular cultural group (i.e., cultural orientation; Perez-Brena
et al. 2018) is believed to be especially salient in understanding educational success and attainment in the U.S. among immigrant families (Gonzales et al. 2004). For youth in immigrant families, an important aspect
of adaptive culture is how they orient toward traditional Mexican (e.g.,
Spanish language ability, traditional Mexican cultural value of familism)
and mainstream U.S. (e.g., English language ability) culture (Stein et al.
2016). There is research that shows the promise of either the promotive
(e.g., direct or mediating effects; risk reduction) or the protective (e.g.,
moderating—buffering role) role of cultural orientation on outcomes.
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This literature has focused primarily on psychosocial or academic adjustment, with a paucity of empirical work examining the role of cultural
orientations on the association between mechanisms of social stratification and socioeconomic outcomes. The current study aimed to address this gap.
Promotive mechanisms

Experiences with aspects of social stratification, such as awareness of
discrimination with society and perceived interpersonal experiences
of discrimination, may shape youth’s responses that ultimately influence developmental outcomes. It has been suggested that experiences
in relation to discrimination may shape processes of social and ethnic identity (Greene et al. 2006), thus potentially influencing youth endorsements of mainstream and Mexican culture. Indeed, adolescents’
perceived discrimination by teachers has been linked to both higher
probabilities of English and foreign-language use among diverse adolescents in immigrant families; awareness of societal discrimination positively linked only to English language use (Medvedeva 2010). Yet, perceived discrimination from peers has been negatively linked to English
language use (Medvedeva 2010). Suggesting source of discrimination
may matter. Moreover, some scholars have suggested that cultural orientations could provide a source of resilience in contexts of discrimination (Berkel et al. 2010).
In the broader academic literature, there is some empirical support
for the promotive nature of endorsing an orientation toward Mexican
culture (i.e., Spanish language ability and Mexican cultural values). In
turn, use of Spanish language among mothers (Dumka et al. 2009) and
in the home, more generally (Blair and Cobas 2006), has been associated with better academic outcomes among Latino and Mexican-origin
females. Mexican cultural values (e.g., familism values) have also been
related to increased academic engagement (Gonzales et al. 2008) and
GPA (Berkel et al. 2010). In one of the few studies examining Mexican
cultural orientation as a mediator between the association of discrimination and academic outcomes, Berkel et al. (2010) found that Mexican values (i.e., familism values, respect, religiosity) mediated the link
between adolescents’ school discrimination and GPA (i.e., discrimination related to higher Mexican cultural values, which, in turn, related
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to higher GPA); moderation by Mexican values was also tested but not
supported. Conversely, there is also support of the promotive nature
of endorsing a mainstream cultural orientation. For example, English
language ability (mainstream orientation) has also been found to promote better academic outcomes (grades; Santiago et al. 2014), educational attainment (Roche et al. 2012), and better socioeconomic prospects (Chiswick and Miller 2007). There is a paucity of work that has
examined English or Spanish language ability as mediators; though, as
previously discussed, links are supported between discrimination and
language ability, and language ability and youth outcomes, providing the
basis for the current study.
Protective mechanisms

There is also some work that suggests that the magnitude of the link
between discrimination and youth adjustment may vary based on cultural adaptation processes, such as high or low endorsements of cultural orientations (Stein et al. 2016). For traditional Mexican orientation, scholars have argued that a strong orientation toward one’s
cultural group either through endorsement of cultural values, such as
familism, or behavioral indicators, such as retention of Spanish language use, may buffer the negative effects of risk (Perez-Brena et al.
2018). The empirical work on Mexican orientation as a protective factor has found some evidence in relation to psychosocial outcomes (e.g.,
familism values; Germán et al. 2009; Latino cultural orientation; Cavanaugh et al. 2018). There has been limited work on the moderating
role of Mexican cultural orientation within the context of discrimination and socioeconomic outcomes. Conversely, for mainstream orientation, the findings are mixed. With psychosocial outcomes, a mainstream orientation has buffered the link between perceived general
discrimination and risk behavior among Mexican-origin adolescents
(Delgado et al. 2011), whereas for depressive symptoms, it has exacerbated the risk of perceived general discrimination among Mexicanorigin adults (English language use; Finch et al. 2000). For academic
outcomes, there is evidence that for Chinese American youth who endorsed a high mainstream orientation, there was a stronger negative link between perceived general discrimination and grades (Benner and Kim 2009). Given these mixed prior findings and the need for
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elucidating the role of cultural orientations for Mexican-origin immigrant families (Perez-Brena et al. 2018), the current study extended
the literature to examine both moderating and mediating mechanisms.
The current study also examined mainstream and Mexican cultural orientations simultaneously, given there is some research suggesting the
importance of successfully navigating both mainstream and Mexican
cultural contexts (Perez-Brena et al. 2018).
The Role of Individual and Structural Characteristics

The integrative model considers other important individual and structural characteristics as informing developmental outcomes (Stein et al.
2016). In particular, youth gender is noted as an important individual
characteristic. With regard to Mexican-origin immigrant families, a salient aspect is the role of gender as an organizing feature (Rafaelli and
Ontai 2004). There is some evidence of variation in findings by gender.
For example, empirical work points to differences in levels of academic
adjustment (e.g., grades, competence, motivation) for the Mexican-origin
population, with girls typically showing higher levels than boys (PiñaWatson et al. 2016). Conversely, boys have been found to report higher
levels of perceived discrimination (from adults and peers) than girls
(Huynh and Fuligni 2010). Moreover, meta-analytic work found stronger links of perceived discrimination for Latino boys’ academics compared to Latino girls’ and African-descent boys’ (Benner et al. 2018).
Given that discrimination is generally experienced outside of the family context, boys’ greater freedom and encouragement to spend time in
extra-familial contexts (Raffaelli and Ontai 2004) may partially explain
why boys’, as compared to girls’, adjustment is more strongly influenced
(Alfaro et al. 2009). Thus, attention to gender may point to individual differences to better inform interventions targeting gender and ethnic educational disparities (McFarland et al. 2017). The potential confounding
effects of other important individual (time in the U.S., Roche et al. 2017;
youth age and school enrollment status, Portes and Rumbaut 2001) and
structural characteristics (socioeconomic status, Roche et al. 2017; family structure, Roosa et al. 2012) as suggested by prior literature on youth
achievement were also taken into account as covariates.
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Figure 1 Conceptual model of longitudinal links between youth’s experiences with
discrimination (awareness of or interpersonal experiences) and socioeconomic attainment, through adolescents’ academic adjustment among Mexican-origin immigrant families (Aim 1), alternative models of variation by adaptive culture (Aim 2:
comparison of models as mediators or moderators), and adolescents’ gender (Aim 3:
moderator)

Current Study
The current study fills gaps in the literature by using an ethnic-homogenous design to examine the distal and lasting effects of discrimination
on early adult socioeconomic among Mexican-origin immigrant families. The first aim was to examine the prospective links between adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination, and perceived general and
school discrimination with indicators of young adults’ socioeconomic
attainment (i.e., educational attainment, occupational prestige, earned
income) via adolescents’ academic adjustment (i.e., academic performance [grade point average] and expectations) (see Figure 1 for conceptual model). It was hypothesized that higher awareness of and more
perceived interpersonal discrimination would relate to poorer academic
and socioeconomic outcomes. The second aim was to examine the role
of adaptive culture (i.e., mainstream and Mexican cultural orientation)
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on the links between social stratification and academic adjustment and
socioeconomic attainment. Alternative models were tested including
indicators of cultural orientation as either mediators or moderators.
The current study extends the literature by examining both mainstream
(i.e., English language ability) and Mexican (i.e., Spanish langue ability,
familism values) cultural orientations. Due to the mixed nature of the
prior literature, the current study did not have specific hypotheses about
the role of cultural orientations. The third aim was to examine variation
in the linkages by gender and hypothesized the impact of perceived discrimination will be greater for boys than for girls (Benner et al. 2018).
Methods
Data came from the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS;
Portes and Rumbaut 1991–2006), a study focused on youth (N = 5262;
51% female) with immigrant parents. Eligibility criteria for the study
included the following: (a) youth with at least one foreign-born parent, (b) U.S.-born or born abroad but immigrated to the U.S. at an early
age, and (c) in the 8th or 9th grade (study defined as second-generation
immigrants). Participants included ethnically diverse students from 49
schools in the Miami/Ft. Lauderdale and San Diego metropolitan areas
who were assessed in their preference language in 1992, 3 years later
(1995; 82% response rate), and 6–8 years later (2001–2003; 69% response rate from Time 1; 84% response rate from Time 2). This 11-year
time-frame represents a period of increased immigrant growth in the
U.S., with a large percentage coming from Mexico and other Latin American countries (Urban Institute 2009). The original study had Internal
Review Board approval.
Participants

The current study used three waves (here referred to as Time 1 or T1,
Time 2 or T2, and Time 3 or T3) of data from the Mexican-origin subsample (n=755, 14% of original sample; 51.5% male; 96% from San
Diego) because of the interest in educational attainment particularly
within this large U.S. immigrant subpopulation. Sixty percent of adolescents were born in the U.S. and had a foreign-born parent (90% fathers;
92% mothers). At T1, most adolescents considered their family’s current
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economic situation to be lower-middle class (43%), 58.27% (SD=22.29)
were eligible for subsidized school lunch and lived with both parents
(64.3%). Mothers and fathers were on average 38.19 (SD=5.97) and
41.32 (SD=7.95) years of age, respectively. Adolescents averaged 14.20
years (SD=0.87) and 97% spoke Spanish. Adolescents attended 35 different schools, the majority (96%) included less than 59% total student
enrollment that were either Black or Hispanic. At T3, 66% of youth were
employed, 17.5% were employed part-time, and 16.5% were not working; 59.3% of youth were not attending school.
Of the 755 Mexican-origin youth surveyed at T1, 79% (n = 599; M
age = 17.81, SD = 0.78) participated in the survey at T2, and 56% participated in the survey at T3 (n = 424; M age = 24.15, SD = 0.86). Demographic differences existed between youth who remained in the study
versus those who did not. Compared to those who remained in the study
over time, youth lost to attrition at T2 were significantly older (M= 14.17,
SD = 0.85; M= 14.32, SD = 0.94, respectively), reported more sources of
general discrimination (M= 1.09, SD = 1.05; M= 1.38, SD = 1.07, respectively), lower educational expectations (M= 3.75, SD = 1.08; M= 3.53, SD
= 1.18, respectively), and lower GPA (M= 2.31, SD = 0.83; M= 1.99, SD =
0.87, respectively). Youth lost to attrition at T3 were more likely to be
male, residing in U.S. for less than 5 years, Spanish language dominant,
lower GPA (M= 2.10, SD = 0.86; M= 2.36, SD = 0.83, respectively), and had
lower family socioeconomic status (M= −0.72, SD = 0.65; M= −0.58, SD
= 0.60, respectively) than those remaining in the study. Attrition rates
are consistent with other longitudinal studies of adolescents (Martinez
and Bámaca-Colbert 2019) or young adults (Galambos and Krahn 2008).
These variables were included in the analyses to account for attrition (in
relation to missing data) to produce more robust and less biased model
parameters (Enders 2010).
Measures

Perceived discrimination (T1)
To measure adolescents’ perceived discrimination, two scales from CILS
were used, as prior research suggests differential effects of sources of
discrimination on educational adjustment (Benner and Graham 2013).
Though not referenced in the item wording, an analysis of survey items
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asking about the reasons for discrimination, participants’ overwhelmingly reported reasons related to racial or ethnic background (Stone
and Han 2005).
General discrimination To measure perceived general discrimination,
adolescents reported on four items representing if they have ever felt
they have been discriminated against, and if they felt they have ever been
discriminated against by White Americans, Latinos, or African Americans, in general were used. Responses for all items were 1 = yes, 0 = no
(scores ranged from 0–4).

School discrimination To measure perceived school discrimination, adolescents’ reports on three items asking if they felt they have ever been
discriminated against by teachers, students, or counselors (1 = yes, 0 =
no) were used. Following procedures in prior discrimination literature
(Rivas-Drake et al. 2009), items were summed within each source separately (scores ranged: 0–3).
Awareness of societal discrimination (T1)

To measure adolescents’ awareness of societal racism/discrimination
against ethnic or immigrant groups, a mean was calculated from three
items of Portes and Bach’s (1985) Perceptions of Society and Discrimination Index (i.e., “There is racial discrimination in economic opportunities in the U.S.”, “There is much conflict between different racial and
ethnic groups in the U.S.”, and “Americans generally feel superior to foreigners”; α = 0.58). Responses were on a Likert-type scale that ranged
from 1 = disagrees a lot to 4 = agrees a lot.
Academic adjustment (T1, T2)

As indicators of academic adjustment, adolescents’ reports of GPA and
educational expectations were used.
Grade point average (GPA) GPA was on a scale of 0 to 5, with high
scores representing high educational achievement.
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Educational expectations To assess educational expectations, adolescents reported on: “Realistically speaking, what is the highest level of education that you think you will get?” Responses were on a 5-point Likert scale representing the expected level of education (1 = less than high
school to 5 = finish a graduate degree).
Socioeconomic attainment (T3)

As indicators of young adult’s socioeconomic attainment, educational attainment, occupational prestige, and personal earned income were used.
Educational attainment To assess educational attainment, young adults
reported on the highest grade or year of school completed. Data were
collected on a 9-point scale (1 = Some high school [grades 9–12, no diploma] to 9 = Professional/Doctoral degree [JD, MD, DDS, Ph.D.]). The
original study investigators recoded responses to represent the highest
total number of years of education completed.

Occupational prestige To assess occupational prestige, young adults
reported on: “Currently, what is your main occupation or job—that is,
the paid job you spend the most time at now”. The original study investigators recoded responses to Treiman prestige score ranging from 0 to
100, with high scores representing more prestige (Treiman 1977).
Earned income Young adults responded to the question: “Approximately, how much do you earn per month from all sources?”. This item
was standardized to assess earned income.
Cultural orientations (T2)

As indicators of adaptive culture, three measures of cultural orientations
(i.e., English and Spanish language ability, familism values) were used.

Language ability The CILS included a 4-item measure of English language ability and Spanish language ability that were used as indicators
of adolescents’ behavioral cultural orientations (toward U.S. mainstream
culture and Mexican culture, respectively). The items asked about adolescents’ ability to speak, read, write, and understand English and
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Spanish. Responses were on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all to 4 =
Very well) and averaged to create scales (English: α = 0.94; Spanish: α
= 0.92).

Familism values The CILS included the 3-item Components of Familism
Scale (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). This scale represents cultural values
related to the centrality of family (e.g., family attachment, loyalty, and
solidarity, placing the family before one’s own personal needs) as an
additional measure capturing youth’s orientation toward Mexican culture. Adolescents reported on items related to preference to choose a
relative rather than a friend for help finding a job, perceiving relatives
as the best source of help for a problem, and the importance of getting
a job near parents. These items have been used in prior research on adolescent development and relate to other indicators of Mexican-origin
youth’s Mexican cultural orientation (Roche et al. 2012). Responses, on
a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree a lot to 4 =Agree a lot), were averaged (α = 0.60).
Individual and structural characteristics

Covariates included adolescents’ gender, age in years, length of time in
U.S., family structure, and family socioeconomic status (SES) from T1;
T3 enrollment in school was also used.

Gender Adolescents’ reported their gender as either female (0) or male
(1).

Length of time in U.S. Time in the U.S. was constructed from adolescents’ report on one question, “How long have you lived in the U.S.?” Responses were on a 4-point scale, 1 = all my life, 2 = 10 years or more,
3 = 5–9 years, 4 = <5 years. Based on prior research by Roche and colleagues (2017) that found differences between adolescents in the U.S.
for <5 years compared to other categories, the categories were collapsed
(0 = ≥5 years, 1 = <5 years).
Family structure Adolescents reported on one question related to
household guardians (i.e., “Which of the following best describes your
present situation?”) that was recoded to represent family structure (0
= single-parent household, 1 = two-parent household).
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Family socioeconomic status (SES) Family SES was a unit-weighted
standardized scale of father’s and mother’s education and occupational
prestige scores, plus family home ownership. Scores were computed for
cases with data on three or more of the variables. School enrollment status T3 reports of whether youth were enrolled in a school/college were
included (0 = not enrolled, 1 = enrolled).
Data Analytic Approach

Path analysis within a structural equation modeling (SEM) framework in
Mplus 7.3 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2014) was used. Adequate model
fit was evaluated using the chi-square statistic, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA ≤ 0.08), and Comparative Fit Index (CFI
≥ 0.95) (Hu and Bentler 1999). Full information maximum likelihood
(FIML) was used to maintain power by retaining all cases with data
at Time 1 (N = 755) for use in all analyses and improve estimation under conditions of missing data (Enders 2010). Simulation studies suggest that FIML is robust under conditions of 50% or more missing data
(Enders 2010). To meet assumptions of data Missing at Random (Enders
2010), auxiliary (T1 English and Spanish language ability) variables and
covariates (T1 gender, age, time in the U.S., GPA, educational expectations, family SES and structure, and T3 in-school status) related to missingness and dependent variables were included in all models. This approach produces more robust and less biased model parameters under
conditions of missing data (Enders 2010). The indirect (mediation) pathways (Aims 1 and 2) were examined using the product of coefficients
method using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 1000 resamples to calculate the confidence intervals (CI; Fritz et al. 2012). In testing for moderation, two methods were used, either by including interaction terms
for the continuous moderators (Aim 2) or the use of multiple-group
models for gender (Aim 3).
Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations among all study variables are
reported in Table 1. For ease, the findings for Aim 3 (moderation by
gender) were integrated within the sections for Aims 1 and 2. Gender
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0.23*** −0.11†
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0
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0.16** 0.06
−0.02
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0.58
0.63
0.43
0.75
−1.66
0
0
1.85
1
3

−0.17*** 0.09*
0.07*
0.06
−0.16*** 0.06
0.22*** 0.03
−0.04
−0.41*** 0.21*** 0.05
−0.12** 0.19*** −0.16*** 0.06
0.08*
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−0.02
−0.08*
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−0.05
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−0.21***
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–
–
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1

–
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9

–

10
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0.03
0.16**
0.07
0.03
3.13
0.67
1
4

0.15**
0.41***
0.23***
0.03
2.24
0.85
0
4.33

0.08†
0.29***
0.05
0.06
3.70
1.11
1
5

0.19***
0.40***
0.27***
0.08
2.25
1.03
0
4.17

0.21***
0.45***
0.18**
0.11‡
3.68
0.63
1
5

0.02
0.22***
0.12*
0.08
3.60
0.50
1
4

0.13*** 0.67*** 0.22*** –
0.08*
0.26*** 0.43*** 0.32*** –
0.23*** 0.01
−0.01
0.08†
0.14*** –
0.01
0.15*** 0.12** 0.13** 0.00
−0.09*
−0.10* −0.04
0.03
−0.09* −0.10* −0.20***

–
0.08*
0.02

8

Gender coded: 0 = female, 1 = male.
Time in U.S. coded: 0 = ≥5 years, 1 = <5 years.
Family structure coded: 0 = single-parent household, 1 = two-parent household.
School enrollment status coded: 0 = not enrolled, 1 = enrolled
Dis. discrimination, Edu. educational Eng. English, Spa. Spanish. Lan. language. Occ. occupational, Exp. expectations
* p < 0.05 ; ** p = 0.01 ; *** p = 0.001 ; † p < 0.10 ; ‡ p = 0.05

Time 1 (ages 13–15)
1. Age
2. Gender 0.08*
3. Time in U.S.
4. Family SES
5. Family structure
6. School dis.
7. General dis.
8. Societal awareness
9. GPA
10. Edu. exp.
Time 2 (ages 16–18)
11. GPA
12. Edu. exp.
13. Eng. lang.
14. Spa. lang.
15. Familism values
Time 3 (ages 23–25)
16. School enrollment
17. Edu. attainment
18. Occ. prestige
19. Monthly income
M
SD
Minimum
Maximum

Variables

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables (N = 755)
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–
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0.49
1.74
1
0
10
4
1
18

–

15

19

–
0.18** –
37.79 1783
11.14 1078
16
150
67
6500
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moderation was tested by estimating a series of multiple-group path
models, identifying regression coefficients that were significant for one
group and not the other or when coefficient signs differed across groups.
Model fit was compared; one in which the coefficient of interest was constrained to be equal across groups to the model in which it was free to
vary across groups. Evidence of moderation is described below when the
constrained model resulted in a significant change in χ2, p < 0.05 and fit
indices indicated that the unconstrained model fit significantly better
than the constrained model (Kline 2011).
Awareness and Perceived Discrimination Related to
Socioeconomic Attainment

For Aim 1, a series of path models tested the hypothesized relationships
between indicators of awareness of societal discrimination, perceived
school and general discrimination (T1), academic adjustment (T2), and
socioeconomic attainment (T3). Results indicated good model fit and explanation of a moderate to large amount of variance in the indicators of
academic adjustment and socioeconomic attainment (Figure 2). Findings for the covariates (for simplicity, standardized path coefficients presented in text and not in Figure 2) suggested that GPA, β = 0.65, SE = 0.03,
p < 0.001, and educational expectations, β = 0.42, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001,
were stable over time. Gender related to occupational prestige, β = −0.13,
SE = 1.26, p = 0.019, and earned income, β = 0.24, SE = 0.12, p < 0.001,
such that females had higher levels of prestige and males had higher levels of monthly earned income. Adolescents’ time in the U.S. (T1) related
to earned income (T3), such that those having been in the U.S. longer
have higher income, β = −0.10, SE = 0.12, p = 0.010. Adolescents’ familyof-origin SES (T1) was related to higher occupational prestige in early
adulthood (T3), β = 0.14, SE = 1.00, p = 0.016. Family structure (T1) related to educational attainment, β = 0.12, SE = 0.18, p = 0.012, and occupational prestige, β=0.12, SE=1.45, p=0.040, such that adolescents living in a two-parent household (T1) had higher educational attainment
and occupational prestige in early adulthood (T3).
Findings for the primary research question were partially in contrast to hypotheses and suggested that adolescents’ reports of awareness of societal discrimination (T1) related to increased adolescent GPA
(T2) and higher young adult educational attainment (T3) (Figure 2). As
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Figure 2 Significant (p < 0.05) standardized (standard error) findings Aim 1: longitudinal links between experiences with discrimination (awareness of or interpersonal
experiences) and Mexican-origin youth’s socioeconomic attainment, with variation by
gender (Aim 3). N = 755. Model fit: χ2 (20) = 87.68, p < 0.001. RMSEA = 0.067, 90% CI
[0.053, 0.082]. CFI: 0.925. SRMR = 0.041. The covariate parameter estimates not included here to simplify figure (see text for estimates). Significant (p < 0.05) indirect effects noted by bold lines. Societal discrimination to adolescent GPA [ab = 0.054; 95% CI
= 0.022, 0.105] to young adult educational attainment. Societal discrimination to adolescent grades [ab = 0.272; 95% CI = 0.088, 0.596] to young adult occupational prestige. Gender moderation: estimate for women before the slash, for men after the slash.
R2 can be interpreted as effect sizes (small = 0.02, medium = 0.13, large = 0.26; Cohen
1992). †p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p = 0.01, ***p = 0.001

expected, adolescents increased educational expectations (T2) related
to higher educational attainment and earned income in early adulthood
(T3). As expected, adolescents’ GPA (T2) was related to higher educational attainment and occupational prestige in early adulthood (T3). The
link between GPA (T2) and educational attainment (T3), was moderated by gender (Aim 3), suggesting a stronger link for female adolescents, as compared to male adolescents, Δχ2 (1) = 4.52, p = 0.033. The
tests of gender moderation also revealed an additional relationship. Results suggested that for female adolescents, but not males, perceptions
of school discrimination related to lower educational attainment, Δχ2
(1) = 4.52, p = 0.033.
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Turning to the tests for the indirect associations (mediation) between
adolescents’ perceived discrimination and young adults’ socioeconomic
attainment, findings revealed significant pathways (Figure 2). Findings
suggested that adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination related
to increased adolescent GPA, which, in turn, related to higher educational
attainment and occupational prestige.
The Role of Adaptive Culture

For Aim 2, the adaptive culture variables (i.e., T2 English language ability as an indicator of U.S. cultural orientation, Spanish language ability
and familism values as indicators of Mexican orientation) were added
to the model used to test Aim 1. Two models were estimated, one testing for adaptive culture as T2 mediators between awareness and experiences of discrimination (T2) and young adult socioeconomic outcomes (T3). Covariance between the T2 indicators of adaptive culture
(mediators) and T2 academic adjustment were included; paths were
not included to maintain temporal precedence in the mediation pathways. The second model tested for moderation on the associations between awareness and experiences of discrimination with adolescents’
academic adjustment and young adults’ socioeconomic adjustment.
For tests of moderation, interaction terms that contained the moderator of interest (i.e., T2 English and Spanish language ability, familism
values) by the discrimination variables (e.g., English language ability
× perceived general discrimination) were included. All variables were
centered prior to the creation of the interaction terms to reduce multicollinearity (Aiken and West 1991).
The chi-square difference test suggested that the moderation model
fit the data better than the mediation model, Δχ2 (34) = 153.34, p < 0.001.
The final models presented include only significant interaction terms as
retaining those not significant contributes to an increase in standard errors (Aiken and West 1991; Table 2). Follow-up simple slopes analyses
were conducted as outlined by Aiken and West (1991), including plotting and testing for significant simple slopes +1 SD above and −1 SD below the mean. Results of the path analyses for the moderation model indicated good model fit and explanation of additional variance (moderate
to large) above the model for Aim 1 (Table 2). Results discussed here
pertain to the indicators of adaptive culture. Starting with adolescents’

SE

β
b

SE

−0.01
0.01
0.04

−0.43**
0.02
0.30*

0.09
0.04
−0.06

0.06
0.03
0.04

0.05
0.04
−0.05

0.32***
−0.08
−0.13*

0.08
0.05
0.06

0.16
−0.06
−0.08

0.37*
0.02
0.10

0.06
0.04
0.06

Adaptive culture (T2)
English language (EL)
Spanish language (SL)
Familism values (FV)

−0.01
0.01
0.06

0.48***
0.52***

0.05
−0.03
0.07

Academic adjustment (T2)
GPA							
Educational expectations							

0.04
0.03
0.04

0.17
0.20
0.16

0.08
0.08

0.14
0.11
0.12

b

Social Stratification (T1)
School dis. (SD)
0.05
General dis. (GS)
−0.02
Societal awareness (SA) 0.09*

β

0.22
0.27
0.09
0.13
0.17
0.15

SE

Individual and structural characteristics
T1 academic adjusta
0.66*** 0.03
0.64
0.38*** 0.03
0.41
T1 gender (G)
−0.02
0.05
−0.01
−0.24**
0.08
−0.12
0.10
T1 time in U.S.
0.03
0.08
0.01
0.18
0.13
0.06
0.01
T1 age							
−0.03
T1 family SES							
0.22†
T1 family structure							 0.34*
T3 school enrollment							
0.45**

b

0.11
0.01
0.04

0.24
0.31

−0.19
0.01
0.12

0.03
0.00
−0.02
0.08
0.09
0.13

β

8.62**
0.60
−3.76*

2.25**
0.25

0.41
0.33
0.95

−3.29†
1.32
−0.61
2.01*
2.88*
2.97*

b

2.87
0.77
1.77

0.69
0.63

0.93
0.87
1.36

1.72
2.02
0.67
1.00
1.34
1.18

SE

T3 occupational
prestige

T3 educational
attainment

T2 GPA

T2 educational
expectations

Young adults’ socioeconomic adjustment

Adolescents’ academic adjustment

Table 2 Results from path model of including variation by adaptive culture (N = 755)

0.39
0.04
−0.21

0.17
0.02

0.03
0.03
0.06

−0.15
0.04
−0.05
0.11
0.11
0.13

β

0.01
0.11
−0.05

0.12†
0.15**

0.04
−0.02
0.04

0.50***
−0.31†
0.00
0.13
0.04
−0.61***

b

0.12
0.07
0.09

0.06
0.06

0.07
0.06
0.08

0.11
0.18
0.06
0.09
0.12
0.11

SE

T3 earned
income

0.00
0.08
−0.03

0.10
0.15

0.03
−0.02
0.03

0.25
−0.10
0.00
0.08
0.02
−0.30

β
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SE

β
b

SE

T2 educational
expectations
β
b

SE

T3 educational
attainment
β
b

Gender 0 = female, 1 = male.
Time in U.S. 0 = ≥5 years, 1 = <5 years.
Family structure 0 = single-parent household, 1 = two-parent household.
School enrollment status 0 = not enrolled, 1 = enrolled.
Model fit: χ2 (74) = 103.70, p = 0.01. RMSEA = 0.023, 90% CI [0.011, 0.033]. CFI: 0.969. SRMR = 0.019.
Values for lower order terms for three-ways reported in italics.
R2 can be interpreted as effect sizes (small = 0.02, medium = 0.13, large = 0.26; Cohen 1992)
* p < 0.05 ; ** p = 0.01 ; *** p = 0.001 ; † p < 0.10
a. Academic adjustment indicator of interest based on T2 column

−0.05
−0.37
0.04
−0.19

0.25
0.19
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3.56
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1.90

0.95
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2.38

3.01
−0.16
0.05		

0.07
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1.09

SE
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Young adults’ socioeconomic adjustment

Interaction Terms
GS × G							
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0.16
−0.05
0.84
SD × G							
0.57*
0.23
0.18
SA × G										
−1.14
EL × G										
−12.05**
SL × G							
0.01
0.26
0.00
FV × G										
1.01
GS × EL										
−3.07
SA × EL				
0.24*
0.10
0.09
GS × SL							
0.07
0.12
0.05
GS × FV										
2.96**
SD × FV							
−0.35*
0.18
−0.11
SA × FV										
5.15*
GS× EL × G										
5.45*
GS × SL × G							
0.36*
0.17
0.17
SA × FV × G										
−6.52*
R2
0.45*** 0.03		
0.23*** 0.03		
0.37*** 0.04		
0.24***

b

T2 GPA

Adolescents’ academic adjustment

0.21***

0.29*

b

0.04

0.13

SE

T3 earned
income

0.12

β
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Figure 3 Association between adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination (T1)
and adolescents’ educational expectations (T2) as moderated by English language ability (Aim 2). *p < 0.05

English language ability (T2), there were direct effects, as well as interaction effects. Starting with the direct effects, English language ability
related to adolescents increased educational expectations and higher
levels of occupational prestige in early adulthood. Turning to the interaction effects, in predicting educational expectations, adolescents’ English language ability interacted with awareness of societal discrimination. Under conditions of high English language ability, high levels of
societal discrimination related to increased levels of educational expectations, b = 0.18, SE = 0.09, p = 0.04, whereas, under low conditions, there
was no association, b = −0.07, SE = 0.07, p = 0.36 (Figure 3). In predicting occupational prestige, there was a 3-way interaction between gender, English language ability, and perceived general discrimination, yet
there were no significant simple slopes (females: b = −2.66, SE = 1.69, p
= 0.12; males: b = 2.75, SE = 1.57, p = 0.08) (Aim 3).
Turning to Spanish language ability (T2), there were no direct effects. In predicting educational attainment, there was a 3-way interaction with gender, Spanish language ability, and perceived general discrimination (Figure 4; Aim 3). This interaction was significant for male
youth, b = 0.42, SE = 0.15, p = 0.01, but not female youth, b = 0.10, SE =
0.10, p = 0.34. Under conditions of low Spanish language ability, high levels of male adolescents’ perceptions of general discrimination related to
lower educational attainment in early adulthood (risk factor), b = −0.41,
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Figure 4 Association between adolescents’ perceived general discrimination (T1) and
young adult educational attainment (T3) as moderated by Spanish language ability
and gender (Aim 3). *p < 0.05

SE = 0.14, p = 0.004. Under conditions of high Spanish language ability,
there was no association between male adolescents’ perceptions of general discrimination and educational attainment in early adulthood (protective factor), b = 0.26, SE = 0.16, p = 0.105.
For familism values (T2), there were direct effects, as well as interaction effects. Starting with the direct effects, results were contrary to
hypotheses and suggested that high levels of familism values related to
adolescents decreased educational expectations and lower levels of occupational prestige (Table 2). Turning to the interaction effects, familism
values interacted with all the discrimination predictors. In predicting educational attainment, familism values interacted with perceived school
discrimination (Figure 5). Under conditions of high levels of adolescents’ familism values, high levels of perceived school discrimination related to lower levels of educational attainment in early adulthood (exacerbates risk), b = −0.66, SE = 0.20, p = 0.001, whereas under low levels,
there was no association, b = −0.21, SE = 0.16, p = 0.193.
In predicting occupational prestige, there were two interactions. First,
there was an interaction between familism values and perceived general discrimination (Figure 6). Under conditions of high levels of adolescents’ familism values, high levels of adolescent perceptions of general
discrimination related to higher levels of occupational prestige in early
adulthood (reactive factor), b = 2.24, SE = 1.13, p = 0.047, whereas under
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Figure 5 Association between adolescents’ perceived school discrimination (T1) and
young adult educational attainment (T3) as moderated by familism values (Aim 2).
*p < 0.05

Figure 6 Association between adolescents’ perceived general discrimination (T1)
and young adult occupational prestige (T3) as moderated by familism values (Aim
2). *p < 0.05

low levels, there was no association, b = −1.59, SE = 0.99, p = 0.107. Second, there was a three-way interaction between gender, familism values, and adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination (Figure 7;
Aim 3). The interaction was significant for female youth, b = 4.82, SE =
2.02, p = 0.017, but not male youth, b = −0.87, SE = 2.36, p = 0.714. Under conditions of high levels of female adolescents’ familism values, high
levels of awareness of societal discrimination related to higher occupational prestige (reactive factor), b = 3.69, SE = 1.85, p = 0.046, whereas,
there was no association under low levels of familism values, b = −2.71,
SE = 1.77, p = 0.127.
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Figure 7 Association between adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination
(T1) and young adult occupational prestige (T3) as moderated by familism values
and gender (Aim 3). *p < 0.05

In predicting earned income, there was an interaction between
familism values and awareness of societal discrimination. Follow-up
analyses suggest that there were no significant simple slopes (high levels: b = 0.22, SE = 0.12, p = 0.062; low levels: b = −0.15, SE = 0.12, p =
0.216).
Discussion
The negative consequences of perceived discrimination on youth developmental outcomes and health have long been the focus of research
addressing mechanisms of social stratification among ethnic minority
populations (Araújo and Borrell 2006; Benner et al. 2018). However, to
date, few studies have examined the long-term, differential associations
of adolescents’ awareness of and perceived sources of discrimination
with early adult attainment among Mexican-origin immigrant families.
Examining the associations between different experiences with social
stratification during adolescence, including awareness of discrimination/racism in society and interpersonal experiences of discrimination
from different sources, to indicators of young adults’ socioeconomic attainment and the role of academic and cultural factors provides new insights into longitudinal, distal mechanisms of how and among whom
the effects are most salient across adolescence into early adulthood. The
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current study among Mexican-origin immigrant families found evidence
of long-term linkages with socioeconomic attainment during early adulthood. The findings highlight the importance of examining multiple aspects of how social stratification might impact youth development, as
there was evidence of variation in the linkages depending on the source.
This study also found support for specific mechanisms linking aspects
of social stratification to socioeconomic attainment (i.e., educational attainment and occupational prestige), including the mediating role of adolescents’ GPA. The current investigation also expands the literature by
testing alternative theories of the role of adaptive culture as either reducing risk (promotive role; mediation) or buffering (protective role;
moderation) the negative effects of awareness of societal discrimination and perceived discrimination across sources. The study found evidence of the moderating role of adaptive culture, with variation by the
indicators of cultural orientation.
Awareness of and Perceived School and General Discrimination
Linked to Socioeconomic Attainment

Based on theory (Stein et al. 2016) and meta-analytic work with youth
(Benner et al. 2018) and adults (Araújo and Borrell 2006), it was hypothesized that higher levels of adolescents’ awareness of and perceived
school and general discrimination would be associated with poorer academic and socioeconomic outcomes. When examining the three indicators, awareness of societal discrimination emerged as the most robust
predictor of later academic adjustment and socioeconomic attainment.
The pattern of findings for adolescents’ societal awareness of discrimination, though, was in contrast with hypotheses as the association was
positive, relating to increased GPA during adolescence and higher educational attainment in early adulthood. The associations were both direct
and indirect though adolescents’ increased GPA and, in turn, resulting
in higher educational attainment and occupational prestige. The prior
literature on this aspect of social stratification is limited (Diemer et al.
2016). The findings from the current study align more closely with literature on educational contexts and stereotype threat (i.e., fear of confirming negative stereotype; one’s personal failure reflects negatively on the
group; Baysu et al. 2011). This literature suggests that outgroup threat
may provoke either a detrimental response or, as in the current study, a
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challenge response resulting in increased persistence and motivation to
succeed (Baysu et al. 2011). In qualitative work, Sanders (1997) found
for African Americans that they viewed racism as a challenge and opportunity to work harder. The findings also align with more recent theoretical work on the importance of critical consciousness for marginalized groups (Diemer et al. 2016). This work purports that for these
youth, awareness of mechanisms of social stratification may offer youth
more agency in being able respond to injustice; similar to the research
on outgroup threat prompting these youth to respond in positive, rather
than negative, ways (Diemer et al. 2016). For the other indicators of
perceived discrimination, there were no direct associations in the full
sample. These null findings may be due to the nature of the measures
that were available for use in this secondary data analysis study. These
measures may not have been sensitive or robust enough to capture the
true relationship between perceived discrimination and outcomes. Ultimately, future research is needed to further understand the conditions
under which youth may respond in a reactionary or challenging manner
to discriminatory messages relevant to their ethnic group to be able to
promote positive development for these youth.
The Role of Adaptive Culture

Seeking to better understand the role of adaptive culture, including indicators of cultural orientation (i.e., English Language ability representing
mainstream orientation, Spanish language ability and familism values
representing Mexican orientation), both promotive (direct and mediation effects) and protective (moderation) mechanisms were considered. The current study lends evidence to the primarily supportive role
of adaptive culture in moderating the links between discrimination and
socioeconomic attainment. In particular, there was evidence for young
men only that high Spanish language ability as protective factor, mitigating the effects of general discrimination on educational attainment;
whereas, low Spanish ability was a risk factor for higher levels of general
discrimination linking to lower educational attainment. These findings
highlight the importance of the retention of Spanish language ability as
a way to reduce the negative influence of discrimination on socioeconomic outcomes and are consistent with other studies identifying the
protective nature of cultural affiliation on other domains of wellbeing
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(Delgado et al. 2011). Furthermore, under conditions of high English language ability, awareness of societal discrimination related to increased
levels of educational expectations during adolescence. Similarly, under
conditions of high levels of adolescents’ familism values, general discrimination related to higher levels of occupational prestige. Taken together,
these findings including English language ability may suggest the importance of navigating both cultural contexts; both Mexican and Anglo orientations provide sources of strength for these youth. This may suggest
that youth who can navigate both mainstream and Mexican culture have
a cultural advantage (Perez-Brena et al. 2018). This proposition, though,
will need to be tested directly in future work with a direct and robust
measure of biculturalism. There was only one finding for adaptive culture that may suggest a Mexican orientation may exacerbate risk. This
is in line with scholarship that finds some adaptive cultural systems fail
to promote development (White et al. 2018). This finding suggests that
under condition of high familism values, perceptions of school discrimination related to lower levels of educational attainment. As with the
finding for female adolescents (discussed at more length below), school
discrimination may be especially salient domain specific experience in
its relationship to educational attainment. Consistent with other work
with ethnic minority samples (Baysu et al. 2011), for females and youth
who highly value familism, sources of school discrimination are detrimental because it also threatens a context they are likely to be particularly close to (home); whereas with other sources of discrimination,
adaptive culture is playing more of a protective role. Additional research
is needed to understand under what conditions youth might persist despite unwelcoming school environments, versus when discrimination
has a more detrimental effect.
The Role of Gender

The current study highlights the importance of examining variation by
gender in understanding the nuanced associations between sources of
discrimination and socioeconomic outcomes for Mexican-origin youth.
For young men only, perceptions of general discrimination related to
poor outcomes within a particular subgroup based on language ability
(i.e., lower educational attainment for those with low Spanish language
ability; risk process). Similarly, for young women only, perceptions of
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discrimination within the school context related to poor outcomes (i.e.,
lower educational attainment). These findings are consistent with the
larger literature related to the negative impact of discrimination (Benner et al. 2018), but adds understanding related to cultural (discussed
previously) and domain mechanisms (Benner and Graham 2013). Findings suggest that for young women, under conditions of high familism
values, awareness of societal discrimination related to better outcomes
(i.e., higher occupational prestige). This finding provides additional support for the idea that females with a stronger orientation toward their
cultural group may respond to stereotype threat by challenging these notions. These findings may point to the importance of being aware and/or
prepared for discriminatory experiences. The findings for young women
overall are in contrast with prior studies that more consistently found
stronger links for males compared to females during adolescence (Benner et al. 2018). This may reflect the family context of gendered socialization (Raffaelli and Ontai 2004); girls may have closer affiliations with
home, additional support from parents, and place high value on family
relationships, which therefore are protective for them. Yet, few studies have attended to gender variation in the links between discrimination and socioeconomic outcomes during early adulthood or the role of
adaptive culture (Araújo and Borrell 2006). Thus, it will be important
for future research to investigate more nuanced questions related to the
conditions that discrimination has a varied impact for young women as
compared to men.
Limitations

Despite this study’s contributions, the findings should be evaluated with
the limitations in mind. First, the sample used was limited to Mexicanorigin adolescents from only two areas of the U.S. However, this sample
was chosen due to Mexican-origin youth continuing to make up the largest group of immigrants in the U.S. (López et al. 2018) and when compared to other ethnic minorities are at disparate risk for low levels of
socioeconomic attainment (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Future research
should seek to examine these relations in Mexican-origin samples across
other regional areas of the U.S. Second, several measures were limited to
one item each (e.g., youth educational expectations) given the secondary analysis approach of existing data. Moreover, several other variables
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(e.g., perceived general discrimination, familism values) were measured
with the use of only a few items, thereby capturing only limited aspects
of these broader, multidimensional constructs. Moreover, for mainstream
orientation, only one measure was used, English language ability. This
measure only captures behavioral aspects of this orientation. The use
of an existing dataset, though with numerous benefits, such as the inclusion of a large sample size, limited the use of more thorough assessments of certain constructs. Future studies should seek to include measures that are more comprehensive in capturing constructs, including
multiple measures capturing additional aspects of social stratification
and cultural orientations. Third, though the current study includes individual and cultural variables of relevance to Mexican-origin youth’s
socioeconomic attainment, certain other intervening factors, such as
parent involvement and perceptions of school climate and school racial composition, were not examined. Future research might aim to include family- and school-related constructs in examining Mexican-origin youth’s attainment. Fourth, the salience of results may be limited by
the age of the data (collected approximately 20 years ago). There have
been changes in the cultural experience of Mexican-origin adolescents
within the U.S. (e.g., increased linguistic diversity, income inequality, and
diversity in legal status; Rumbaut 2014), whereas, many aspects of their
cultural and contextual experience (e.g., educational attainment, school
segregation, family cultural variables) have remained consistent (Rumbaut 2014). Thus, the results of this study may hold significance. Further, the unique nature of this data (large immigrant sample) allows for
the engagement in studies that contribute to theories regarding student,
school, and family factors, with the understanding that additional studies, using local and more recent data, will contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the topic.
Implications

This study provides implications for a multifaceted approach to programing promoting positive development among Mexican-origin youth
during transitional periods. There is a critical need to focus on largescale, systemic efforts to reduce prejudice and discrimination that maintain disparities among immigrant youth and families. This would be a
more equitable approach to combatting the effects of social stratification
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as compared to focusing solely on youth and families from marginalized groups carrying the weight of change. In conjunction with systemic
efforts for change, programs focused on resilience efforts for individual youth might include components that fortify Mexican-origin youth’s
Mexican cultural orientations (e.g., Spanish language ability, familism
values) as this connection to their ethnic group provides a source of
strength and potential coping mechanisms within the context of social
stratification in the U.S. As results point to the importance of the retention of youth’s Spanish language ability, policies that limit Spanish
speaking in schools and other spaces could have the potential to increase
the negative impact of discrimination. In addition, the findings for English language ability underscores the potential benefit of biculturalism
for these youth. Thus, not only retaining a connection with their ethnic
group, but also embracing positive aspects of mainstream U.S. culture,
may provide additional protective resources. An example of how this
might be implemented is STRONG, a school-based program for newcomer immigrant youth that includes a session on identifying cultural
strengths and orientations (Crooks et al. 2020). Consistent with the current study, this program shows promise in promoting adaptive culture as
a mechanism to increase youth resilience and reduce stress, ultimately
support positive development. Moreover, for youth from immigrant families, the results seem to point to the importance of having an awareness
of the societal context of prejudice and discrimination in the U.S. that
could potentially provide a source of strength by challenging these notions through hard work and persistence in the context of risk. From a
programing perspective, these findings suggest the promise of the support and/or the development of awareness of prejudice and discrimination as a way for marginalized groups of adolescents and young adults
to have more agency when facing social inequalities.
Conclusion
The current study addressed existing gaps in the literature related to the
long-term links between social stratification mechanisms during adolescence and socioeconomic attainment during early adulthood using
an ethnic-homogenous design among youth in Mexican-origin immigrant families. Findings provide preliminary evidence of the long-term
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consequences of adolescents’ awareness of societal discrimination in
relation to race, ethnicity, and immigrant status consistently relating
to positive outcomes for the whole sample and within subgroups by
gender and adaptive culture. The study also suggested the importance
of examining within-group variability, extending knowledge of the role
of adaptive culture and gender on the negative distal effects of adolescents’ perceived discrimination for youth in Mexican-origin immigrant
families. For youth with high English language ability and familism values, there were positive links between awareness of and general discrimination and socioeconomic outcomes, suggesting potentially a reactionary mechanism. Findings also highlight that the protective role
of adaptive culture varied by gender; for young women familism values
and for young mean retention of Spanish language ability. Yet, there was
one instance that familism values exacerbated risk in the relation between school discrimination and educational attainment; highlighting
that sources of discrimination within the school context may be particularly detrimental for those youth closely connected to their culture of
origin. The nuanced insights from the current study offer potential avenues for addressing disparities and closing gaps by fostering academic
development, adaptive culture, and socioeconomic attainment for youth
in Mexican immigrant families.
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